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Deterrents or Labeling?

CHARLES R. TITTLE, Florida Atlantic University

ABSTRACT

Contradictory predictions about the effects of sanctioning drawn from control and labeling perspectives
are evaluated in light of extant empirical evidence. Although the data favor a deterrent rather than a
secondary deviance interpretation, consideration of the issue reveals gross theoretical inadequacy. The
fundamental task is to specify the conditions under which one or the other outcome is likely and then
to build an integrated theory that incorporates those contingencies. Drawing on current literature,
contingencies that are likely to affect the outcome of sanctioning are identified.

Contemporary students of deviance have
shifted attention from the deviant act to the
social reactions generated by deviance (Gibbs,
1966). This change in focus has stimulated a
number of new theoretical interests, the most
important of which concerns the consequences
of reaction to rule breaking. It is now recog-
nized that a fundamental problem for social
science is to determine what effects are pro-
duced when social groups or individuals try
to do something about violations of social
rules.

The problem has been approached in many
different ways. Some have tried to specify the
consequences for the people directly involved
in doing something about deviance (Blumberg,
1967; Ross, 1973; Skolnick, 1966), while
others have tried to establish the consequences
for the individuals or groups that are the object
of such efforts (Buckner, 1971; Lemert, 1967;
Schwartz and Skolnick, 1962). Some social
scientists have asked how social actions to deal
with rule violations affect the amount and kind
of deviance that occurs within a given popula-
tion unit (Andenaes, 1966; Tittle and Logan,
1973; Zimring and Hawkins, 1973). And still
others have investigated the way various reac-
tions to deviance contribute to or undermine
the ability of social groups to survive and main-
tain themselves (Connor, 1972; Erikson, 1966;
Turk, 1969).

But despite the diverse approaches, two domi-
nant intellectual trends have emerged. One
trend has followed the labeling perspective.
The basic premise of work in this vein is that
deviance is itself a product of reactions by a
social audience or by social control agents. To
labeling advocates, rules or rule breaking are
only of incidental interest since deviance is
“that behavior which has been so labeled.”

[399]

Thus, labeling may occur in the absence of
rule breaking or it may be problematic even
when rule breaking has occurred. The im-
portant tasks for students of labeling are, there-
fore: (1) to determine how and why labeling
occurs, (2) to establish the consequences of
labeling, and (3) to understand the behavior
of those directly involved in labeling.

A second intellectual trend can be identified
as the “control” perspective. Students of con-
trol take rules as given and then attempt to
account for conformity or deviance from those
rules. In the search for explanation, they focus
particularly on what is done about rule break-
ing, especially on actions that involve negative
sanctions. Thus in their inquiries, control re-
searchers have sought: (1) to determine what
effect sanctions have on conformity, (2) to
ascertain how and why sanctions are imposed
in particular social groups, and (3) to under-
stand the organization of sanctioning systems.

COMPARISON OF THE APPROACHES

Although distinguishable as separate ap-
proaches, these two intellectual trends clearly
have much in common. They are both con-
cerned with how and why social groups re-
spond to particular behaviors, and they are
both interested in the effects of those responses.
Moreover, proponents of each are committed
to understanding the behavior and organization
of those who try to do something about non-
conformity and to explication of the signifi-
cance of such efforts for human society.

There are, however, some clear divergences.
The first concerns definitions of the object of
study. Labeling proponents focus on those
behaviors which result in a label of deviance.
Since the same behaviors may be labeled
deviant at one time but not another or for one
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person but not another, the object of study
cannot be specific classes of behavior. Rather,
the starting point must be those peculiar acts
which are labeled. Control students, by con-
trast, begin with the assumption that in a given
social group there are rules which define what
is acceptable or not acceptable, and that the
extent of variance from those rules can be
ascertained. To the control student, the be-
haviors to which social response is of interest
are simply those that are normatively unac-
ceptable, regardless of whether they result in a
label for any given offender. Proponents of a
control approach begin their analysis with gen-
eral classes of behavior which they believe can
be normatively identified as deviant.

This does not mean that labeling theorists
totally ignore normative definitions or that
control theorists are insensitive to labeling. It
is obvious that studying labeling requires one
to confront normative specifications. Labeling
theorists have, in fact, expended considerable
energy in demonstrating that normative devi-
ance does not inevitably lead to labeling just
as labeling does not necessarily rest on norma-
tive deviance. It is equally clear that control
students both recognize that labeling shapes
normative rules and that identifying clearcut
normative deviance is difficult. Nevertheless,
the points of initial inquiry by the two schools
are distinctly different.

But the major difference between the two is
in their theoretical predictions about the effects
of sanctioning. Labeling theorists maintain that
punishment causes the offender to be labeled a
deviant by others (Payne, 1973; Trice and
Roman, 1970). Labeling presumably closes off
nondeviant options and activates a transforma-
tion of self-image. This process is thought to
lead to further deviance because the labelee is
faced with dwindling nondeviant alternatives,
because deviance begins to converge with his
changing concept of self, and because he
increasingly seeks acceptance and social sup-
port among those who have already adopted
deviant careers.

Control theorists, on the other hand, operate
from a traditional deterrent perspective which
postulates that people avoid pain and seek
pleasure. Accordingly, the application of sanc-
tions is thought to reduce future rule breaking
on the part of the offender. Having experi-
enced punishment, he will be more sensitive to
the possibility of its reapplication, and in avoid-
ing further punishment and in searching for

positive reinforcement, he will presumably
form habits of conformity.

IMPORTANCE OF THE CONTROVERSY

This difference in theoretical prediction is es-
pecially interesting because it accentuates a
divergence which has permeated social science
theory for a long time. Theories of conformity
have emphasized disproportionately either in-
dividual motivation or external constraint. As
to the effect of sanctions on future conduct,
theories that stress external constraints are
generally consistent with the control orienta-
tion, while the motivation theories tend to sup-
port the labeling position.

Most conventional sociological theories see
deviant motivations as the key to explanation
of nonconformity (Cohen, 1966). They either
ignore sanctions altogether or they suggest that
sanctions or sanction threats are of very minor
import in the production of conformity or
deviance. Social action theory (Parsons, 1937;
1951) identifies internalized values as the
major mechanism that produces conformity.
If socialization is complete, then people will
obey the rules regardless of the possibility of
sanction. Cultural theories (Sellin, 1938;
Sutherland and Cressey, 1966) emphasize the
power of normative expectations, implying that
sanctions will not only be ineffectual but that
they may actually reinforce deviant tendencies
in situations where subcultural norms reward
courageous defiance (Miller, 1958; Werthman,
1969). Finally, anomie theory postulates that
conformity and deviance are manifestations of
the conjuncture or disjuncture of culturally
emphasized goals and means (Merton, 1968).
Presumably when such conjuncture or disjunc-
ture is present, appropriate adaptation will take
place, independent of other considerations such
as the possibility of sanction.

Although none of these theories explicitly
postulates that sanctions will increase deviance,
they are all consistent with the labeling argu-
ment because they deny that sanctions are
significant influences on the production of con-
formity and because they accommodate the
idea that sanctions may increase deviance.
Theoretical formulations which attribute major
significance to external constraints and which
are sympathetic to the deterrence notion in-
clude utilitarianism, modern behavioral psy-
chology, conflict theory, and the theory of rela-
tional bonds.

The utilitarians (Bentham, 1948; Stephen,



1900) maintained that human existence is
motivated by a struggle to maximize pleasure
and avoid pain. The major implication of utili-
tarianism, as spelled out by the classical crimi-
nologists, is that people can be made to con-
form to rules if the probability of sanction for
nonconformity is severe enough to outweigh
the advantages of the deviant act and is certain
and swift enough to be meaningful. Modern
behavioral psychology has followed this general
motif and specified in elaborate detail the con-
ditions under which applications of pleasure or
pain will modify patterns of animal behavior.
Results of empirical work in this field have
shown that punishment, whether directly or
vicariously experienced, can be highly effective
in channeling or extinguishing behavior (Azrin
and Holz, 1966; Bandura, 1969; Johnson,
1972). Moreover, sociological theorists have
extended conditioning principles into broader
social contexts, arguing the efficacy of negative
as well as positive sanctions (Homans, 1961;
Scott, 1971).

Conflict theory takes a different tack in
explaining deviance, but it acknowledges the
power of some groups or individuals to coerce
others; therefore, it assumes that the use of
sanctions can be effective in forcing humans
to conform to some desired norms, at least
under some conditions (Turk, 1969). And
relational bond theory (Hirschi, 1969) implies
that the potential negative response of sig-
nificant others is a potent influence on con-
forming behavior.

Given this theoretical cleavage, it is clear
that the resolution of the question whether
sanctions deter deviance, create more deviance,
or are irrelevant to further deviance is funda-
mental. Integration of a variety of disparate
theories would seem to hinge on this rudimen-
tary point. Yet comparatively little empirical
research has been addressed to the question,
and much of that which is cited in regard to
the issue is of dubious value. (See Tittle and
Logan, 1973; Zimring and Hawkins, 1973.)

THE EVIDENCE

Problems of Interpretation

In attempting to resolve the conflict between
these two orientations one must recognize
certain technical difficulties. First, the concept
of labeling is inherently vague (Schur, 1971).
According to Schur, labeling involves attempts
to “deal with” or “do something about” be-
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havior which departs from normative expecta-
tions. There are said to be degrees of deviant-
ness which are presumably created by various
degrees of ‘“dealing with” or “doing something
about” the behavior. But labeling theorists also
speak of “successful” application of labels and
of nonconforming behavior which is “per-
ceived” as deviance (Becker, 1963). This im-
plies that the concept of labeling involves
more than “doing something about” noncon-
forming behavior; rather it suggests that the
essence of a label is in the acceptance by an
audience of a deviant identity on the part of
a nonconformist who has been ‘“dealt with.”
Furthermore, it is conceivable that an audience
may come to accept a deviant definition even
without distinct efforts having been made to
“deal with” or “do something about” the
deviance. Thus Schur (1971:22) tells us that
labeling may involve “all diverse societal defini-
tions of and response to behavior.”

The difficulty in using such vagaries in em-
pirical research is clear. In attempting to meas-
ure degrees of labeling, are we to focus on the
efforts to “deal with” nonconformity, on the
degree to which those efforts have resulted in
a collective definition of deviant character, or
simply on collective definitions of character
regardless of whether they have involved any
distinguishable efforts to do something about
nonconformity? If one tries to measure degrees
of labeling he must assume that some reactions
indicate greater degrees of “doing something
about” than others. But it is impossible to
devise a defensible continuum which includes
any possible societal response to behavior. If
one moves directly to measurement of col-
lective definitions, he is forced to assess public
opinion with respect to each individual case
studied. This is a practical impossibility since
there are no meaningful guidelines in labeling
theory about the limits which define an audi-
ence. What constitutes a public for a given
deviant act or potential deviant person is
presently unknown.

In view of these problems, it is hardly sur-
prising that most researchers have simply as-
sumed that the imposition of any sanction or
any official act of negative classification consti-
tutes labeling. Imprisonment (Lemert, 1967),
hospitalization for mental illness (Rushing,
1971), being placed on probation (Fisher,
1972), being convicted or fined for drunken
driving (Lovald and Stub, 1968; Marshall and
Purdy, 1972), being convicted of a felony
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(Chiricos et al., 1972), and being dishonorably
discharged from the military (Williams and
Weinberg, 1970) have all been accepted as
indicators of labeling without any consideration
being given to whether such negative classi-
fications actually resulted in general attribu-
tion of deviant characters. to those so classified
or to the degree of “doing something about”
which such official acts represented.

Although operational assumptions like this
are apparently essential for empirical tests, they
are at the same time likely to render those
tests tautological. If it is found that negatively
classified individuals repeat the behavior for
which they were labeled, proponents will
applaud the power of the labeling perspective.
On the other hand, should it be discovered that
those who are negatively classified actually
engage in the behavior less frequently, pro-
ponents will maintain that the label obviously
did not stick. In short, it is easy to assume that
subsequent deviance constitutes an effect of
labeling as well as being evidence that labeling
has occurred. But if labeling cannot be as-
certained independent of its presumed effect,
then the proposition in question is incontro-
vertible and thereby unscientific.

Problems of Data

Second, even if it could be agreed that sanc-
tioning or negative classification were equiva-
lent to labeling, there are few systematic data
to enable a straightforward assessment of the
effect of that labeling on future conduct. The
most obvious data are those concerning crim-
inal recidivism. It is generally conceded that
arrest and/or incarceration are more likely to
indicate labeling than almost any other social
reactions. Most people consider any contact
with the law as evidence of criminal character,
especially if that contact eventuates in actual
incarceration; and stigmatization of offenders
is well known (Schwartz and Skolnick, 1962).
Therefore, if labeling produces further rule
breaking, it should be discernible from the rate
of criminal recidivism. Unfortunately this ap-
proach has a number of practical weaknesses.

For one thing, meaningful recidivism data
are impossible to obtain. Rearrest is a poor
indicator because ex-convicts are more likely
to be arrested independent of actual criminal
conduct. In fact, arrest may indicate little
about guilt. For example, in an FBI followup
study of all individuals released from custody
in 1963, only 40 percent of those rearrested
within a four-year period of time had been

reconvicted at the end of that period (Uniform
Crime Reports, 1967), and extrapolation sug-
gests that despite a high rearrest rate, overall
reconviction for the entire population of re-
leases for the indefinite future would not ex-
ceed 35 percent (Tittle and Logan, 1973).
Arrest does not necessarily signify criminal
conduct just as criminal behavior may not
result in an arrest. Hence, arrest and criminal-
ity are only tenuously connected. Furthermore,
people may be arrested for many things which
are different from that for which they were
incarcerated. Being arrested for gambling can-
not be accepted as evidence of recidivism for
a burglar.

Although recommitment to prison is prob-
ably a better reflector of recidivism than is
rearrest, it too is defective. Recommitment
rates may indicate further criminality, but they
also include parole revocation for noncriminal
activity such as unmarried cohabitation, fail-
ure to repoit to a parole supervisor, or leaving
a jurisdiction without permission. In addition,
figures concerning return to prison are prob-
ably inflated because the probability of recon-
viction is greater for those with criminal back-
grounds. Under the plea bargaining system a
former inmate threatened with prosecution is
very likely to plead guilty even if he has
engaged in no illegal conduct (Blumberg, 1967;
Newman, 1966). On the other hand, it is un-
doubtedly true that much recidivism never
results in reimprisonment.

But even ignoring these considerations, using
rates of recommitment as an indication of
recidivism is frustrating because of the sparcity
of systematic data. Return to prison rates must
be estimated from prison records or from a
relatively small number of career studies. Bas-
ing estimates on the proportion of recidivists in
prisoner populations seriously exaggerates the
overall degree of recidivism. Repeat offenders
accumulate in prison and are disproportionately
represented in any inmate population because
they have longer sentences and are less likely
to be paroled (Wilkins, 1969). Followup
studies give a better indication of the extent of
recommitment, but they are too few in number
and too weak methodologically to give a firm
basis for conclusions.

For these reasons, judgments about labeling
drawn from recidivism figures must be tem-
pered. But even if recidivism data were reli-
able, information about the rate of deviance
prior to adjudication would still be needed in
order to determine if labeling leads to greater



or lesser amounts of deviance. While there are
really no data of this type, FBI rearrest figures
do show that those who are incarcerated (and
therefore probably more likely to be labeled)
actually have lower rearrest rates than arrestees
who were acquitted, dismissed, or only fined
(Uniform Crime Reports, 1968).

Conclusions

Because of the absence of prelabeled behavioral
indicators, rates of recidivism cannot establish
the labeling argument. But such information
could negate it by demonstrating little repeti-
tion of rule breaking after punishment, pro-
vided that classification by legal authorities is
accepted as labeling. Although recommitment
and rearrest figures are not reliable indicators
of recidivism, they do call into question the
power of the labeling perspective. Glaser’s
review of recommitment studies as well as his
own data from the federal system suggest that
as many as two-thirds of the releasees lead
generally law abiding lives (Glaser, 1964).
A recent three-year followup using parole dis-
position, based largely on rearrest information,
classified 56 percent of the releasees as com-
pletely clean or associated only with technical
parole violations or misdemeanors (Kasse-
baum et al, 1971). And the six-year FBI
arrest followup indicates that at least two-
thirds of the incarcerees are never reconvicted.
Although these data do suggest considerable
career crime, they do not support the pessi-
mistic predictions mandated by the labeling
approach. This is especially true in view of the
caveat that documented recidivism may not
even be the result of labeling but may stem
from conditions which predated affixing of a
label.

Comparisons of recidivism rates between re-
leased incarcerees and- offenders not incarcer-
ated may seem to be more supportive, but they
are not, in fact, compelling. From the labeling
perspective it would follow that those not
incarcerated would be less likely to be labeled
than would incarcerees; therefore, the fact that
released inmates have higher subsequent arrest
and commitment rates than do probationers
(Levin, 1971; Uniform Crime Reports, 1968)
would appear to be compelling. However, the
validity of this comparison is questionable
because only the best risks (that is, only those
who are less likely to have prelabeled crimi-
nogenic characteristics) are placed on pro-
bation (Wilkins, 1969). And as noted earlier,
acquitted, dismissed, or fined arrestees (the
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nonlabeled) have higher rearrest rates than
those who were incarcerated (Uniform Crime
Reports, 1968).

Recidivism data provide a weak case for the
secondary deviance idea, but evidence mar-
shaled specifically to evaluate aspects of the
labeling perspective are even weaker. For one
thing, little systematic data relevant to the
proposition have been compiled. The bulk of
empirical work in the labeling tradition has
been devoted to demonstrating variations in
the application of labels or in showing that
labeling creates obstacles for the individual
(Alvarez, 1968; Chiricos et al., 1972; Dohren-
wend and Chin-Shong, 1967; Marshall and
Purdy, 1972; D. Phillips, 1963; Rushing, 1971;
Schwartz and Skolnick, 1962; Simmons, 1965;
see also Schur, 1971). A search of the litera-
ture reveals only four studies that actually test
in a meaningful way the effect of labeling on
future conduct.

Fisher (1972) compared the school per-
formance of boys who were placed on delin-
quency probation with a matched sample of
those not on probation, both before and after
the application of the label. The results showed
that the two groups differed almost as much in
academic performance prior to labeling of the
experimental group as they did afterward.
Moreover, when academic ability was con-
trolled, all differences disappeared. Angrist
et al. studied the post-hospital behavior pat-
terns of mental patients. They found that,
contrary to the labeling perspective, most of
their sample did not adopt careers of mental
illness. (See Gove, 1970.) In fact, over two-
thirds remained unhospitalized after seven
years. Furthermore, as with prison releasees, it
is- plausible to attribute the observed patterns
of mentally disturbed behavior to conditions
that may have existed prior to labeling. The
only supportive evidence of a systematic type
is that provided by Gold’s before and after
study of delinquency (Gold, 1970) and by
éducational studies showing that classifying
children by learning ability affects their per-
formance (Wilkins, 1965). But it is difficult
to determine if the effects observed in the
learning ability classifications are attributable
to changed behavior on the part of the
children or to changed perceptions and be-
havior on the part of the teachers. Gold’s
study is more compelling in that he compared
the subsequent behavior of a sample of labeled
delinquents with a matched group of non-
labeled delinquents. His data do show that
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the labeled youngsters had more subsequent
deviance, but the research suffers from the
problem of regression to the mean common to
matching studies and from small sample size.

Other studies have some relevance, but are
either nonsystematic or have only indirect
bearing. Three such investigations report find-
ings contrary to labeling expectations. Foster
et al. (1972) found that boys who were the
object of official delinquency action did not
perceive a change in responses of others and
did not perceive that their futures would be
affected. O’Connor (1970) discovered that de-
tention in a juvenile center generally produced
more responsive attitudes toward adult inter-
vention, suggesting that labeling results in
identity transformation only for certain cate-
gories of boys. And in a series of laboratory
experiments involving manipulation of the sub-
jects’ feelings of deviance, Freedman and
Doob (1968) showed that in public or inter-
personal situations there was no difference in
degree of conformity to group judgments by
deviants and nondeviants. Furthermore, in the
public situation, deviants were found to yield
more frequently than nondeviants to compli-
ance requests, especially when the requests
were made by nondeviants.

In like manner, case materials prove to be
inconclusive. Some analyses are consistent with
the labeling perspective (Greenwald, 1958;
Skolnick, 1966), but others dispute it by show-
ing that many deviant careers occur without
labeling, that labeling often comes after adop-
tion of a deviant career, or that deviant careers
may not follow even when labeling occurs. As
Mankoff (1971) points out, most check forg-
ers, marijuana users, homosexuals as well as
many embezzlers adopt careers without label-
ing ever taking place. In addition, most men-
tally ill people (Gove, 1970), and many
labeled homosexuals (Williams and Weinberg,
1970) develop their deviant patterns before
rather than after labeling. Furthermore, most
shoplifters do not repeat the crime after being
apprehended (Cameron, 1964) nor do most
offenders reappear in court for public drunken-
ness (Lovald and Stub, 1968).

The truth is, the labeling position rests pri-
marily on persuasive argument. Some asser-
tions about the effects of labeling have been
made with no reference at all to any data
(Payne, 1973; Trice and Roman, 1970), while
much of the evidence which has been cited is
of dubious relevance. For example, Lovald and
Stub (1968) maintain that their study of the-

length of time between court appearances for
drunkenness somehow supports the labeling
argument, despite the fact that only 29 percent
of the 5,763 offenders ever reappeared in court.
And social-psychological work suggesting that
self-concepts and behavior are sensitive to per-
ceptions of definitions by others is sometimes
cited (Hagen, 1973) despite the fact that
labeling presumably involves some form of
actual collective classification.

In short, the available evidence, although
certainly not compelling, does appear to be
more consistent with a deterrent argument
than with the postulate of secondary deviance.
Recidivism data, to the extent that they are
meaningful, demonstrate that most offenders do
not repeat the offense, much less adopt a
career of deviance. Moreover, the specific lab-
eling studies, to the extent that they can be
reconceptualized in terms of deterrence, sug-
gest that deterrence is as likely to result from
labeling as is a deviant career.

IMPLICATIONS

Inadequacy of Data

Although the available evidence tends to favor
the deterrent over the secondary deviance ar-
gument, nobody can draw any consolation
from this conclusion. For one thing, the data
supporting the superiority of the deterrent
hypothesis are hardly overwhelming. Further-
more, the quality and quantity of evidence can
give social scientists no grounds for confidence.
Realistically speaking, the number of studies
bearing directly on the deterrence/secondary
deviance idea are equivalent to a glass of
water in an inferno. In addition, the investiga-
tions are not only few in number, but they
suffer from crippling methodological defects.
No social scientist can walk tall when the
fundamental postulate which fuels entire legal
systems, which divides theoretical camps, and
which is at the heart of a perspective that has
captured the imagination of a generation of
sociologists languishes for want of data.

Theoretical Inadequacy

But an even more important reason for dis-
tress is the crudity of social theory which leads
to polemical considerations of the effect of
sanctions. It is no doubt true that labeling
sometimes creates deviant careers, just as it is
true that labeling (or sanctioning) sometimes
deters people from further rule breaking. But
our theories do not even begin to specify the



conditions under which sanctions will have one
effect rather than another, or when they will
have no effect at all. The labeling perspective,
for example, is so limited that it completely
overlooks the possibility that the threat of label-
ing may head off deviant careers by inhibiting
deviance among those who might otherwise
engage in a particular deviant act, or that
labeling of some rule breakers may deter those
who have just begun a pattern of rule breaking
or who have not yet broken the rules. Yet there
is a good deal of evidence suggesting that social
scientists ought to take the possibility of gen-
eral deterrence seriously.

In this regard, case material bearing on the
certainty of apprehension and punishment is
suggestive. Although case material concerning
severity of punishment is contrary to the
deterrent argument (Shover et al., 1973; Tittle
and Logan, 1973), it is known that (1) in
some cases crime has increased when police
were immobilized, (2) illegal behavior has
diminished when police surveillance was ex-
panded, and (3) dramatic declines in various
kinds of deviance can be registered when tech-
nical innovations in police techniques are em-
ployed (Andenaes, 1952, 1966; Clark, 1969;
Conklin, 1972; Cramton, 1969; Ross et al.,
1970; Toby, 1964; Zimring, 1971).

In addition, controlled experiments have
shown that many kinds of behavior can be
influenced by fear of punishment or anticipa-
tion of reward produced by observing others
being punished or rewarded (Bandura, 1969;
Bandura and Walters, 1963). For example, it
has been demonstrated that children can be
persuaded to exercise self-controls by allowing
them to observe other children being punished
for aggressiveness or for playing with pro-
hibited toys. In general, experimental evidence
has established that people are more likely to
engage in prohibited behavior if they observe
others engaging in the behavior without being
sanctioned, and they are less likely to mis-
behave when observed models are punished,
especially when the consequences are apparent
and obvious. In fact, it has been shown that all
direct learning, including aversive conditioning,
can also occur through vicarious processes
(Bandura, 1969). Assuming that these effects
are generalizable to nonlaboratory contexts,
they indicate that labeling may reduce deviance
in a social group because those not labeled can
vicariously identify with those who have been.

Finally, recent sociological and social-psy-
chological investigations suggest the efficacy of
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general deterrence. They include: (1) a study
of the effect of increasing the penalty and the
certainty of apprehension for parking viola-
tions on a university campus (Chambliss,
1966), (2) one investigation of the effect on
tax compliance of reminding citizens of the
possibility of punishment (Schwartz, 1969;
Schwartz and Orleans, 1967), (3) two studies
examining the relationship between beliefs
about the probability of apprehension/punish-
ment and rule breaking (Jensen, 1969; Waldo
and Chiricos, 1972), (4) one concerning the
relationship between severity of sanctioning
policies of college administrations and in-
cidence of rule breaking by students (Bowers
and Salem, 1972; Salem and Bowers, 1970)
(5) three analyses of the relationship between
probability of arrest and the crime rate (Logan,
1971; Rowe and Tittle, 1973; Tittle and Rowe,
1974), (6) one study based on consideration
of the association between sanction probabil-
ities at each stage of the criminal justice pro-
cess and crime rates, by county, in the state of
California (Kobrin et al., 1972), (7) two ex-
periments testing the effect of sanction threats
on conformity (Sinha, 1967; Tittle and Rowe,
1973), (8) several investigations of the rela-
tionship between certainty of imprisonment
and length of confinement and crime rates for
states of the U.S. (Chiricos and Waldo, 1970;
Gibbs, 1968; L. Phillips, 1973; Tittle, 1969; see
also Bailey et al., 1971a, 1971b; Ehrlich, 1972;
Gray and Martin, 1969; Logan, 1971, 1972),
and (9) a number of studies of indirect import
(see Tittle and Logan, 1973).

Thus, a number of investigations varying
widely in research design and methods used, in
context, and in types of sanctions and behav-
iors considered almost all suggest that nega-
tive sanctions may have an important influence
on the amount and kind of deviance that
occurs by deterring some kinds of rule break-
ing under some circumstances, especially when
the certainty of punishment is relatively high.
It is, therefore, at least conceivable that label-
ing may have a considerable depressing effect
on the amount of rule breaking in a social
group even though it might, at the same time,
produce deviant careers among those who
are labeled. Clearly, labeling theory would be
more complete if it could accommodate the
empirical findings of control researchers.

Conversely, control theory needs the kind of
insight that the labeling perspective provides.
Control theory cannot specify the conditions
under which sanctions will have a deterrent
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effect on those sanctioned or on a population
of potential rule breakers who might become
aware of such sanctions. But it is clear that
sanctions are sometimes followed by deviant
careers, a process that has been at least
partially specified in the labeling literature.

ISSUES TO BE RESOLVED

Even if labeling and control theory were joined
in describing the varied potentialities of sanc-
tions, it is obvious that we would still have
only the most rudimentary knowledge of the
effects of sanctions. Reasonable statements
about the effect of sanctions or of labeling are
contingent on answers to empirical and theo-
retical issues surrounding the question.

First, the influence of the type of norm on
the possible effects of sanctions remains proble-
matic. Surely sanctioning for violation of some
norms is more likely to affect future oppor-
tunities and ultimately produce deviant careers
than is labeling for violation of other norms.
For example, convicting a woman of prostitu-
tion would seem to have greater likelihood of
producing a deviant career than would convic-
tion as a shoplifter. Once known as a prostitute,
a woman will be presented with many oppor-
tunities to continue the practice, alternative
types of relationships with men will be limited,
and there is a supporting deviant subculture
within which she can find ready acceptance
and support. Conviction for shoplifting, on the
other hand, is likely to limit opportunities for
continuing the practice, alternative types of
behavior will probably be encouraged, and
there is no readily available subculture within
which an amateur can be accepted.

Similarly, the intrinsic character of a norm
may make deterrence more likely. The possi-
bility of being punished for stealing pencils will
no doubt have a different effect than the possi-
bility of being punished for murder. Norms
vary in generality, importance, legitimacy, and
legal status. It is important to establish whether
sanctions have a differential effect (1) when
the violated rule is widely shared rather than
being specific to a given situation, (2) when
the rule is generally felt to be very important
rather than of minor importance, (3) when
the rule is considered “legitimate” as opposed
to “arbitrary,” (4) where the rules are codified
rather than remaining informal, and (5) when
the rules have a variable basis in the moral
conscience of the population.

Second, whether sanctions deter or create
further deviance may well depend on the

characteristics of the offenders or potential
offenders (DeLamater, 1968). It is easy to
imagine that being punished will affect the
futures of people with different social classes,
ages, sexes, races, social visibilities, and power
in different ways, just as anticipation of pos-
sible sanctions is likely to have differential
impact on these categories of persons. Some
people have more to lose through the sanction-
ing process than do others, and the way in
which people respond to deviance is clearly
contingent upon the offender’s social status.

Third, characteristics of sanctions themselves
may be an important determinant of whether
deterrence or further rule breaking is produced.
It seems obvious that the kind of sanction that
is imposed will be a crucial variable. Things
which are publicly degrading will no doubt
produce results different from punishments
which are private. In addition, the certainty of
sanctions probably influences the likelihood of
deterrence (Tittle and Logan, 1973) while
severity of sanctions may be critical in the
production of secondary deviance. But whether
sanctions are imposed formally or informally
(DeLamater, 1968), the celerity with which
they are imposed, and the status of the sanc-
tioner would seem to be of even more import.
Thorsell and Klemke (1972) suggest that
labeling will deter if the label is attached by
an ingroup member or a significant other, but
that it will produce secondary deviance if im-
posed by someone else.

Moreover, the interrelationship of these
characteristics in their influence on outcomes
must be clarified. Some sanction traits will
probably have an effect only when certain
levels of another trait are present. For instance,
the effect of formal sanctions may depend on
whether they are reinforced by informal sanc-
tions. Where imprisonment is followed by
widespread informal punishment or stigmatiza-
tion, the probability of secondary deviance may
be enhanced while general deterrence is
strengthened. On the other hand, where im-
prisonment is followed by no informal punish-
ment specific deterrence may be accomplished
but at the expense of general deterrence.

Fourth. the kind of behavior involved would
seem to be a basic factor in determining
whether deterrence or secondary deviance is
produced by sanctioning (Chambliss, 1967).
Some behaviors are perceived as more reward-
ing than others and some behaviors are more
subject to reasoned calculation than others. It
is plausible to postulate that very pleasurable



activities that require interaction with others
will be less deterrable initially and that labeling
will actually increase the opportunities for
future gratification and the likelihood of a
deviant career. Furthermore, the effect of sanc-
tions or of sanction threats may vary according
to the motivations which typically lead to given
acts of rule breaking. Rebellious behavior, rule
breaking in pursuit of martyrdom or behavior
undertaken to confirm social definitions of one’s
self would seem to be unlikely candidates for
deterrence, although they suggest greater prob-
ability of secondary deviance, when punished,
than do acts that have only private utility for
the actor. Similarly, rule breaking that repre-
sents protest against perceived injustice may
be more subject to labeling that produces sub-
sequent deviant careers than is exploitative
behavior, since punishment itself may reinforce
the sense of injustice.

Fifth, the conditions under which sanction-
ing for a given type of deviant act spills over
to other kinds' of deviance must be specified.
Characteristics of norms and of sanctions, and
the kind of behavior involved are probably all
relevant to this question. Labeling for some
kinds of rule breaking may produce deviant
careers involving violations of many kinds of
norms while sanctioning for other kinds of rule
breaking may produce secondary deviance of
only one kind. For example, labeling someone
as a traitor could result in general alienation
and the emergence of a wide-ranging deviant
career, while labeling as a gambler will prob-
ably only have an effect on future gambling.
In like manner, some sanctions, such as public
ridicule, may spill over while others, like fines,
may have an effect only on the instant be-
havior. Finally, politically motivated behavior
which results: in sanction will probably spill
over while punishment for impulsively moti-
vated rule breaking will most likely remain
relevant only for that behavior.

Sixth, the position of the act in a series of
actual or potential deviant acts would seem to
be a critical factor determining the effect of
sanctioning. It is generally recognized that a
first offense is different from other offenses. If
one is caught and punished after the primary
deviant act. the likelihood of deterrence may
be greater than if labeling comes after repeated
offenses (Thorsell and Klemke, 1972). If a
sanction fails to deter once, its potency as
deterrent for that person may be eroded gen-
erally, even for other types of rule breaking
(cf. Sinha, 1967). Moreover, the point in the
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career at which sanctioning occurs could be
fundamental. Being labeled as a deviant at the
time when one has just begun an occupational
career may be far more devastating to one’s
future as a conformist than would sanctioning
at a later career point.

Seventh, the nature of the community in
which a deviant act is committed or a sanction
applied and the degree of an offender’s inte-
gration into the community may affect the
outcome. If a community is large and autono-
mous, the possibility of stigmatization is re-
duced but if it is small and tightly integrated
there may be more willingness to reintegrate
an errant member (Thorsell and Klemke,
1972). Not only are size and cohesion relevant,
but such factors as economic security, general
attitudes toward deviance, and religious in-
fluence may be important. There are obviously
a great number of cultural patterns in different
communities which could affect the impact of
sanctions but which have not yet been spelled
out theoretically or investigated empirically.

Eighth, the role of perceptions needs much
elaboration. It is probably true that beliefs and
assumptions about the characteristics of sanc-
tions or about the reactions or possible reac-
tions of others are more important than reality.
It is possible that the major device in any
society for maintaining conformity consists of
shared misperceptions about what would hap-
pen if certain acts were committed. After all,
the probability of sanction is really very slight
(Logan, 1971) and the severity of punishment
frequently turns out to be relatively light
(National Prisoner Statistics, n.d.). Yet general
anxiety stemming from uncertainty may in-
fluence the behavior of many. Consider, for
example, two couples playing bridge. Each of
the four people may actually be bored and
actively contemplating the pleasure of a sexual
orgy. But each is fearful of how the others
would react if he were to suggest it. None of
the four wants to risk jeopardizing future rela-
tionships or reputations. As a result, the two
couples continue to play bridge, never realizing
that, in fact, no negative response would have
been forthcoming had any given one suggested
the orgy. In this same way “pluralistic igno-
rance” may undergird much of the everyday
conformity which supports orderly social exis-
tence. Furthermore, people who are actually
sanctioned may misperceive their future oppor-
tunities or the reactions of others and slip into
deviant careers despite actual conditions favor-
able toward a life of conformity. Clearly, a
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variety of things, many of which are peculiar
to the individual, can influence perceptions,
and it may be that such intangibles are really
the key determinants of the effect of sanction-
ing.

Finally, the interrelationship of the above
variables in producing various effects must be
clarified. Labeling proponents have emphasized
the importance of sequences of events in the
development of deviant careers, but theoretical
and empirical specification of such processes
has hardly begun. In addition, the different
variables that have been mentioned must be
considered as contingent conditions at each
stage in sequential analysis. Logical possibilities
in the various combinations of conditions and
responses could easily be articulated into thou-
sands of patterns, some leading in one direction
and others leading in the opposite direction.
Moreover, if an analyst tries to conceptualize
these individual patterns in terms of aggregates
in an effort to account for the effect of sanc-
tions on the group level, the problem becomes
even more formidable. Clearly, the question
whether sanctions deter or lead to further devi-
ance is an extremely complex one which has
been treated too simply by those of the control
persuasion as well as by labeling proponents.

CONCLUSIONS

Whether sanctions deter or create more devi-
ance is a fundamental issue. It divides broad
theoretical orientations, it is at the core of
basic sociological concerns about the founda-
tions of social order, and it is of vast practical
importance since legal and social systems are
built on assumptions about the efficacy of
sanctions. But clearcut resolution of the issue
is impossible. Even if the quality and quantity
of data relevant to the question were adequate,
theoretical contingencies would make a simple
solution unrealistic. There is good reason to
believe that sanctions may have both effects.
Careful study will no doubt lead to the con-
clusion that sanctioning sometimes produces
deterrence, sometimes leads to secondary devi-
ance, sometimes does both, and sometimes does
neither. The real task for sociologists is to
integrate present theoretical ideas and expand
them in order to build a theory which will
specify the conditions under which one or the
other of these outcomes will occur. Construct-
ing such a theory will necessitate attention to
the issues raised here, but more importantly,
it will require substantial empirical work ori-

ented around the variables that have been out-

lined. It is time this task be undertaken
seriously.
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